Introduction
With the launch of UK anti-age discrimination legislation in October 2006, there has never been a time when age, the 'older worker' and related inequalities have been more relevant, both on a political and social spectrum. Yet despite the development of policy to encourage equal practice towards 'older workers', there is still a lack of sophisticated understanding about the multifaceted ways in which ageism may be experienced or enacted within an organizational context. Studies are often limited in their conceptual understanding of ageism and age discrimination, accepting terms such as 'older worker' or 'ageism' as truisms, and instead concentrating on larger social trends surrounding the over 50s or the incidence of explicit forms of discrimination through stereotyping. Yet the malleability of the meaning behind these terms is evident within the historical emergence of age discrimination as a policy issue. For example, practices which were once used as an economic and logical way of manipulating employment rates during the 1990s, such as the promotion of early exit (Casey, 1992; Platman & Tinker, 1998) , or the use of incapacity benefit schemes are now heralded within government as ageist and discriminatory. Similarly, there are differing opinions (albeit unacknowledged) over who or how to describe the older worker, with an over-reliance on limited classification through chronological markers such as 'over 45' (Warr, 2001) , '50' (Loretto et al., 2005) or 'over 55' (OECD, 2004) . These examples not only highlight that naming, identifying and organizing ageing identities is highly dependent on history or context, but that it is an inherently social process.
This article departs from the policy-driven perspectives concerning the older worker and examines how the older worker identity is created, reproduced and manipulated within the recruitment texts of one supermarket, 'Foodmall' by employing critical discourse analysis (CDA) techniques. Using this perspective allows us to explicitly engage with the marginalization of the older worker identity by accepting the workplace as an arena where identities and beliefs are created, contested and reproduced. In doing so, one must acknowledge that these processes are not simply mechanical or organic, but imbued within power relations and language with the aim being to increase the resources of some at the expense of others. However, whilst critical discourse analysis is both theoretically and methodologically a new approach within age and employment studies, the research commitments are complementary to mainstream age and employment studies through an emphasis on challenging age discrimination, since 'for CDA what counts is what theories and methods are useful to study and resolve important social problems' (van Dijk, 2005) . In focusing on older worker construction at a discursive level, the empirical discussion emphasizes the importance of exploring the ideologies and processes of justification which lie beneath the assumptions made about older workers. Doing so thus enables us to go beyond asserting the consequences of discrimination and instead concentrate on how biased perceptions are initially created and transformed, and subsequently inform attitudes and practice. Moreover, in concentrating upon the analysis of public documents, findings highlight that older worker identity is not simply a micro-level activity taking place within day-to-day interaction but a complex process of creation that also emerges through texts produced at an organizational level.
The article is divided into four sections. The first section overviews traditional mainstream research agendas within age and employment studies, before exploring the move towards a more contemporary view of ageism as socially constructed. The second section introduces the empirical research site, Foodmall, and process of analysis. The empirical findings then discuss the construction of the older worker by focusing on how this is achieved through three discursive processes: contextualizing the 'problem', essentializing older worker characteristics, and ventriloquizing the older worker. The final section situates the relevance of the article's findings in relation to current perspectives of age discrimination within larger political and policy discussions surrounding the ageing population and workers. The article closes by introducing the concept of 'age as attribute' as a means of understanding the older worker label as produced within biased social and cultural processes, rather than aligned with biology or chronology, and discusses future research vistas.
Mainstream perspectives of older worker discrimination
Unlike gender or ethnicity studies, research into organizational age discrimination is still in its infancy (Phillipson, 2004) and subsequent research agendas have been heavily influenced by policy or political arguments pertaining to the 'problems' caused by the ageing demographic. Favouring an evidence-orientated approach has led to valuable research assessing the evidence of discriminatory practice through exploring issues such as barriers to employment (Loretto et al., 2000; Taylor & Walker, 1998) and transitions into retirement (Lissenburgh & Smeaton, 2003; Vickerstaff et al., 2004) . However, with an emphasis on seeking business and policy solutions, there has been a tendency to focus on the perceived outcomes of discrimination, rather than explore wider patterns surrounding the creation of age discrimination as a phenomenon.
In seeking to retain those over 50 within the workforce, one of the main promotional strategies has been advocating a 'business case' approach to older workers, which focuses on the business benefits in promoting a diverse workforce, such as avoiding skills shortages and return on human capital (Age Positive, 2002; Taylor & Walker, 1995; Walker, 1995) . However, its tendency to 'semi-campaign' (Duncan, 2003: 104) for business sense may not have convinced organizations to adopt a positive approach to older workers (Duncan & Loretto, 2004) with older workers remaining the most underrepresented group in the labour market (OECD, 2004) . The approach also offers little theoretical insight into discovering why age inequalities exist. By encasing ageism within a rationalistic discourse using 'common sense' solutions, the imbedded nature of inequalities remains unexplored, resulting in a reactive framework for tackling age discrimination. Moreover, it leaves open the possibilities of dangerous loopholes where age discrimination can be 'objectively justified by a legitimate aim and the means of achieving that aim are appropriate and necessary' (EC, 2000: Article 6) .
In light of these disparities, other studies have attempted to examine the psychological categorization of older workers. Favourable connotations of older workers as reliable and loyal (Loretto & White, 2004; McGregor & Gray, 2002; Tillsley, 1990 ) still fail to conquer the discriminatory stereotypes of older workers as maladaptable to change, new technology or training (Chiu et al., 2001; Itzin & Phillipson, 1993; McGoldrick & Arrowsmith, 2001; Warr & Pennington, 1993) . Whilst the relationship between these two sets of beliefs has yet to be investigated, some studies (Snape & Redman, 2002) have linked this stereotyping to a social identity thesis (Tajfel & Turner, 1986) where an insider-outsider hypothesis results in the outsider, in this case the older worker, being seen unfavourably.
Although these studies attempt to introduce some theoretical explanation for why discrimination occurs, they are still bound within the rationalistic processes of reasoning that have dominated the mainstream literature. Oversimplifying discrimination within a dichotomous victim-perpetrator paradigm underestimates the complexity of age identity and inequality by drawing a line between those who experience the stereotyping and those who employ stereotypes. Moreover, this implies age discrimination occurs as a direct result of chronological age, making the implicit assumption that the victim's age is somehow a 'trigger' for discrimination rather than concentrating upon how the context facilitates or nurtures discrimination. In doing so, research design becomes intrinsically biased towards physiological categorization, rather than a more complex socially defined concept. Moreover, the selfreporting nature of surveys or questionnaires often used within stereotyping research often requires participants to acknowledge their own biases or perceptions. In light of recently introduced legislation (Dti, 2006 ) that explicitly prohibits the employment of such attitudes, it is increasingly unlikely participants will be willing to divulge such prejudices, driving prejudices underground and making it increasingly difficult to explore ageist practices.
Towards a discursive conceptualization of ageism and the older worker
In light of both the theoretical limitations and methodological challenges of current approaches, discourse analysis provides an alternative paradigm that allows a shift in focus from concentrating upon the perceived outcomes of discrimination, to exploring the ways in which inequalities are created and influence values, beliefs and social identities. With the uptake of the linguistic turn in critical theory (Alvesson, 2002; Grant et al., 2004) , discourse studies have embraced the notion of a socially constructed world, its emphasis on the role of language in the constitution of reality, and its subsequent alignment with power as polymorphismic and operating on multiple levels and dimensions, inseparable from truth and knowledge claims. Discourses are thus a 'socially constructed knowledge of reality' (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001 : 4) which not only reproduce but transform social practice (Alvesson, 2002) .
By enforcing particular world views, discourses organize the social through the creation of particular subject positions (Parker, 1992) . Key to the enactment of unequal positions is the maintenance of reproducing a 'universe of the undiscussed' (Bourdieu, 1977: 168) where systems of organization are normalized in everyday practice. When the imposition of systems of inequality and power are misrecognized and taken for granted, this achievement may be termed 'symbolic violence' (Bourdieu, 1977 (Bourdieu, , 1990 . Language plays an integral role in this process. Rather than simply being a tool to exert or communicate the reproduction of power, language can not only reproduce hegemonic structures in a particular way, but is symbolic violence in terms of being able to reconstruct and reproduce through the misrecognition of power at the level of practice. Text thus gives us a means through which we can explore the 'deep structure' relations of power and inequality (Mumby & Clair, 1997) by exploring the didactic relationships between texts and larger ideological discourse since 'what circulates on the linguistic market is not "language" as such, but rather discourses that are stylistically marked both in their production . . . and in their reception' (Bourdieu, 1992: 39) .
The influence of social constructed forms of knowledge is evident in recent studies that seek to explore more covert and subtle forms of inequality, often termed 'new' ageism. As developed by McVittie et al. (2003) , new ageism occurs when the individual or collective group distance themselves from prejudice or politically incorrect opinions and instead use alternative means of rationalizing or justifying social inequalities. This requires language to be viewed not simply as communicative but having both a constitutive and reciprocal relationship with the enactment and reproduction of larger social ideals. Thus ageism can be shrouded in processes of pseudological rationalization and surface appearances of egalitarianism.
The concept of 'new' ageism is by no means developed within a theoretical vacuum and in many ways shares similar nuances as discussed within research investigating 'new' forms of inequalities. Coined initially by Barker (1981) and typified under a number of headings such as 'symbolic racism' (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995) or 'aversion racism' (Dovidio & Gaertner, 1998) , 'new' forms of inequalities are particularly powerful as they enable the individual to maintain a veneer of egalitarianism and promoting inclusion whilst simultaneously justifying difference. A number of studies investigating race and gender have successfully highlighted the impact of such 'new' inequalities on the reproduction of social power and discrimination where explicit unequal attitudes become more subtle and denied (Akrami et al., 2000; Riley, 2002; van Dijk, 1992 van Dijk, , 1998 . Key to this legitimization is basing arguments on naturalized difference rather than blind hatred. For example, 'culture' may be seen as an essentialized 'difference' (Wetherell & Potter, 1992; Wodak & van Dijk, 2000) . Yet the measure is always set against a norm of behaviour, which is aligned with the construction of the dominant or powerful group. Thus, the 'Other' is either marginalized through their lack (Pettigrew & Meertens, 1995) or must be 'corrected' in some way (van Dijk, 1988) . Such strategies are particularly potent since they may serve to reinforce structures they are seeking to challenge, as shown in the work of Garnsey and Rees (1996) . By analysing textual material relating to the 'Opportunity 2000' campaign, they showed how the promotion of women's opportunities in the workplace was built on essentialist norms and assumptions about their lifestyles and behaviours.
Just as discourse can influence knowledge or inform social practice, it is also conducive to shaping the identity of individuals and groups (Gergen, 2001) . Whilst personal identities may be viewed as locally achieved through negotiation and interaction at a micro-level, the focus of this study is how identity is manipulated, asserted and organized amid competing paradigms (Sveningsson & Alvesson, 2003) and how such ideas are actualized and reproduced textually. Although by no means as empirically developed as the discursive analysis of gender or ethnic inequality, the 'older worker' as a discursive subject has emerged in a number of insightful, though isolated, studies. At the level of policy, an analysis of texts derived from the Australian Royal Commission (Ainsworth, 2002; Ainsworth & Hardy, 2004) revealed particular gendered biases that shaped female older worker identities as more willing to work in low-level employment. This 'feminine advantage', where they were characterized as more willing to accept lower paid or low status jobs rather than men provides a clear example of the gender-imbedded nature of age inequality. At a more individual level, Trethewey (1999 Trethewey ( , 2001 showed ageing as discursively situated alongside a number of gendered assumptions and found that the dominance of a heavily biologized 'discourse of decline' resulted in attempts to manage an ageing identity not only in relation to the female participants' professional identities, but in relation to an embodied construction of the 'ideal worker'. Discourses which marginalize the older worker have also been discussed in a small study by McVittie et al. (2003) where managers made the older employees 'invisible' through a number of techniques which sought to forefront and prioritize the younger workforce. Collectively, these findings suggest that both the narrative used to discuss the employment of older workers and subsequent discourses drawn upon in relation to their identities present a rich source of investigation into the processes leading to their discursive construction, although these studies stand alone as sole contributions adopting discursive approaches to organizational age inequality and fail to situate themselves within the age and employment body of research. Subsequently, there is still a lack of knowledge concerning the construction of the older worker at an organizational level, and whether the active promotion of older worker participation reproduces, subverts or deviates from an 'older worker' archetype. In order to attend to this gap, this article seeks to address how the older worker identity is constructed and manipulated within one company's recruitment campaign targeting the over 50s.
Introduction to research context and process of analysis
In order to address the research objective posited above, the texts analysed herein form part of a corpus of primary and secondary data analysing the discursive constructions surrounding ageism and the older worker. 'Foodmall' (a pseudonym) is a large multinational supermarket chain with over 300 stores in the UK. The initial selection of this case resulted from their reputation as an 'Age Positive Champion' due to their pro-active approach in the employment of older workers within their stores (Age Positive, 2007a) . This study centred on their use of recruitment campaigns which specifically targeted older workers which were upheld as promoting good practice by the media and age-interested support groups such as the Age and Employment Network (formally the Third Age Employment Network), TUC, and local government campaigns. Since their success was primarily discussed in terms of recruitment, it was decided that data collection would focus on public articles and promotional texts of this genre. Texts appeared within Riach 'Othering' older worker identity in recruitment 1 7 0 7 large national newspapers and magazines, as well as regional-specific publications, and focused upon recruitment at a service-entry level, where no formal qualifications were stipulated. Although using a single case helped to take into account contextual nuances, such as brand image during the analysis, it meant that the number of texts available for analysis was limited. However, the eight texts chosen for analysis present a piquant case of 'new ageism' where texts promoting age diversity and equality are simultaneously reproducing ageist assumptions. All eight transcripts, which were centred around the recruitment of 'older workers', may be called 'public texts', that is, articles or short editorials written for public dissemination and widely accessible to the public. Although a number of these were available through newspaper archives online, in all but one case, the original format was used during analysis to ensure that structural dimensions of the article, such as accompanying images or size and format of font could also be considered during the analysis: issues which play a key role in the presentation of the article and can highlight and contribute to the symbolic messages constructed within the text (Fairclough, 1995; Kress & van Leeuwen, 1996) .
Traditionally, job advertisements and recruitment strategies have been viewed as inferring organization culture, aiming to attract the 'right' candidates whilst at the same time not encouraging too many people to apply (Cascio, 1998; Gatewood et al., 1993) . Past studies have often employed content analysis as a means of examining what employee traits and required skills are forefronted as most important (e.g. Maier et al., 2002) and are often understood as highly correlated with external environmental or organizational pressures (Redman & Matthews, 1997 ). Yet recruitment can also be seen as a process through which some identities are realized and encouraged whilst others are negated (Barratt, 2003; Bergstrom & Knights, 2006) . In this study, recruitment centred texts, being at the very beginning of the recruitment chain are not only viewed as displaying the required competencies sought (Gray, 1999) , but are also understood as tools which create and reproduce organizational ideologies. By identifying job skills and attributes required, they construct the epitome of an older worker. Written documents were thus seen as both a form of consumer-orientated text that served to reinforce internal identities and norms within the organization, and as a product shaped by political and cultural forces of the press within wider society (Fowler, 1991) .
As discussed earlier, this study employs discourse analysis in order to provide a tool of analysis which can uncover the construction of inequality through and within language. The critical discourse analysis (CDA) tradition seeks to explore and understand ways in which inequalities are created, Human Relations 60(11) 1 7 0 8 reproduced and enforced in discursive action (Fairclough, 1992 (Fairclough, , 2001 Fairclough & Wodak, 1997; van Dijk, 1993 van Dijk, , 1999 by focusing specifically on the reproduction of power dynamics (van Dijk, 1997) and the role of language in the production of organizational hegemony. Within discursive processes, ideologies undergo a process of 'semiotic evolution' through which they are reproduced and reformed, or new ideologies created. Although this methodology has been extensively employed within gender and ethnicity studies, a number of studies are beginning to emerge which emphasize its value in revealing the social reproduction of ageism and older worker identity (e.g. Ainsworth, 2002; McVittie et al., 2003) .
The author takes note that such an approach is ripe with controversy over critical claims of its ambiguity and vagueness of methods (see Alvesson & Karreman, 2000; Antaki et al., 2002; Ball & Hodgson, 2001; Rhodes, 2005 for such debates). Thus in order to understand how the 'older worker' as a discursive subject was constituted, Wetherell and Potter's (1992; see also Potter & Wetherell, 1987) 'interpretative repertoires' were adopted as a basis for analysis. Interpretative repertoires are understood here as paradigms of understanding which are at once historically and socially informed as 'grand' discourses and locally recreated to inform our understanding and enactment of the social. Thus they are manifested in 'terms, descriptions and figures of speech often assembled around metaphors or vivid images' (Wetherell & Potter, 1992: 90) . When we refer to drawing on 'common sense', we are actually involved in a process of drawing on shared constructions of understanding which are normalized and neutralized, similar to Bourdieu's (1977: 168) 'universes of the undiscussed' referred to earlier. However, within these interpretative repertoires are patterns of organization which prioritize and marginalize particular individuals or groups.
Analysis was undertaken in three stages, although these remained relatively fluid, with the researcher moving iteratively between the different levels of analysis. It began by identifying the broad explicit themes that were present within the text. Then, using comparative textual analysis techniques (Fairclough, 1995) , 'older worker' and its relative pronouns (they, him, her and you) were identified in order to examine the interrelationship between the construction of the various subjects (e.g. 'older worker' and 'Foodmall') and textual themes (such as 'employment'). Whilst this was considered in light of its context as seeking to recruit older workers, of special interest was the ways in which the older worker identity was being used to promote or dismiss particular ideas espoused within the text.
The second phase of the analysis was to look in more depth at the relationship between linguistic devices and the creation of ideas. Since many of these beliefs were implicit, particular attention was paid to the causal linkages and the semantic relationship between ideas located within one part of the text and how they qualified ideas located in a different part of the text. For example, many clauses took the form of enhancement or elaboration of ideas which were only implicated or alluded to in the previous passage. This meant that although their qualification appeared to rely on drawing the reader to create their own linkages between ideas, there were a number of linguistic strategies and rhetorical markers which encouraged a particular world view. It was at this point that the notion of 'difference' was identified as a discursive repertoire used to shape the 'older worker' in a particular fashion, similar to gender and ethnicity studies (e.g. Wetherell & Potter, 1992; Wodak et al., 1999) . However, since there appeared to be no significant normalized subject (such as 'men', or 'white European'), this required a more focused analysis of the reciprocal and relational construction and promotion of 'difference' and 'older worker'.
In the third stage of analysis, two forms of analysis were used. First, by drawing on tools developed within critical linguistics (Fowler et al., 1979; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2001) , we were further able to explore how particular 'world views' were being promoted or marginalized in the texts through modality, lexicalization, transitivity and syntax. Of particular importance was exploring how the actions of subjects either alluded or referred to in the texts were justified and in turn, how this reinforced the construction of the 'older worker'. Although it was again essential to be contextually sensitive, it was important to dissect the ways in which all forms of action and events referred to in the text were positioned. These processes are herein collectively referred to as 'discursive strategies', that is, the use of particular practices to promote or negate particular ideals. This close linguistic reading of the text also helped to identify other 'voices', and encouraged revisiting the initial themes identified in the first stages of the analysis in order to establish how these voices supported or upheld the themes or subjects introduced in the text.
Findings: Older worker construction at Foodmall
This analysis shows how ageist norms of older worker identity are reproduced within a text, despite the organization having an active recruitment campaign to target those over 50. This emerged through a series of discursive processes that serve to create, justify and locate the older worker as 'different'. Impetus for employment is distanced from older workers per se and situated within larger demographic issues which frame the older individual as a potentially problematic figure. Older workers were complimented Human Relations 60(11) 1 7 1 0 on their uniqueness as a labour force and noted for bringing specific qualities to the workplace, although these personality characteristics are essentialized as biologically determined through growing older, and create a limited space within which alternative older worker identities may be constructed. The use of the 'voice' of the older worker was particularly effective since it strengthens the 'fit' between older worker identity and the low-paid, contingent nature of Foodmall employment. The findings are presented in three sections which highlight how three discursive strategies are used to promote particular themes and serve to reproduce an essentialized older worker identity.
Contextualizing 'the problem'
The 'mode' of a text not only refers to its channelled form (for example, written or spoken) but whether it displays a particular rhetorical style (Halliday, 2004) . By the nature of the recruitment genre, all the texts have the particular function of persuading the reader. Yet this is not only to call on the 'older worker' to become an employee of Foodmall, but may be conceptualized as a more generic promotional piece for Foodmall.
Our workforce growing older is a problem we need to address . . .
(Text 6)
Just now we know a third of the UK's over 50s are currently out of work; there will be 2 million more people over 50 in the potential labour force by 2020. That is a pool we are going to utilize. (Text 3) According to a CBI labour force survey, just to maintain the labour force at its current size will require an increase in the participation rate amongst the 50+ brackets from 66.6 percent to 70 percent by 2010.
(Text 3)
Texts are keen to present themselves as authoritative and legitimate in their messages. By engaging with larger 'world views' and reinforcing such arguments, Foodmall are at once able to justify their campaign and increase the overall modality of the text. This involves presenting particular issues as 'norm formulations' (Bilmes, 1986) , understood here as statements which impinge on the action of social actors. In this case, the organization's employment of syntactic claims, which present opinions about the ageing workforce as material truths serve as implicative references to larger dialogues about the 'demographic time bomb'. The use of quasi-logical reasoning (employment of numbers and figures) as a means of justification and argument is also particularly effective in situating the texts within a rationalistic mode of reasoning and normalizing 'the problem'. The declarative modality is also increased by the voice used. There is ambiguity over the speaker which transforms the nominal group 'we' as Foodmall, into the 'we' representing society as a whole. Through introducing and contextualizing within a macro-political domain, Foodmall are presented as a moral and ethical benefactor reacting to larger demographic 'challenges'. Thus the personal pronoun creates a double-voiced discourse representing the 'voice of society', objectively reasoning and legitimizing the drive for such recruitment strategies. The self-promotion of the recruitment scheme also relied heavily on promoting the notion of organizational social justice through explicating a 'baseline' perception of older workers as undesirable to organizations. Phraseology such as 'Wanted -older workersYes, really!' (Text 1) and 'overlooking the over 50s' implied a subversion from the norm by Foodmall in order to recruit from this target segment.
Constructing and problematizing the current demographic climate has subsequent effects on older worker identity. The lexical choice emphasizes an either/or strategy using phrases such as 'out of work' and 'participation rates' to create an objectifying fallacy where individuals over 50 either contribute or . . . or what? By setting up qualifiers embedded within an economic rationale of paid employment, roles such as caring or voluntary work are negated as they cannot be proven in monetary terms to contribute to the economy. Thus, by presenting the dichotomous and limited choice of employment versus unemployment, individuals who may be 'adding value' outwith traditional market force paradigms (such as through caring or voluntary work) are either not acknowledged, or classified as unemployed and thus aligned with a group who are a problematic drain on the economy.
Essentializing older worker characteristics
The use of discursive strategies of dissimilation is one of the key forms of identity construction by categorizing and defining one group as different from another or against a norm (de Cillia et al., 1999) . One may argue that the creation and dissemination of these texts serves to establish this difference by singling out a particular group. The need to do this was also made explicit within the texts and appeared to follow an instrumental logic: since older workers are 'different', they required the organization to take a 'different' approach to recruitment. Customized employment campaigns are highlighted as solely seeking to employ and present over 50s by targeting them outwith conventional recruitment campaigns: **** ***, special events co-coordinator, says . . . it will be an informal invitation for people to come in for a coffee and a chat about part-time work -we've seen this is a successful recruitment strategy.
(Text 5)
In a bid to take job advertising off the page, recruitment teams, accompanied by older colleagues will be scouring coffee mornings and pension queues armed with flyers.
(Text 1)
We understand that we are targeting a unique kind of worker who may be put off by on-line applications or formal group interviews, and we're willing to make changes to our traditional recruitment pattern. (Text 2) Discourses of difference (Cameron, 1997; Wodak, 1996) often seek to base their assumptions on structures of reality and common sense supported through cognitive expressions such as 'seen' and 'heard ' (Zanoni & Janssens, 2004: 64) to justify differentiation. Texts stress the deviation from formal or conventional forms of recruitment as the optimum recruitment strategy. As potential employees, the over 50s are thus framed as 'special cases', requiring the company to modify its approach. The semantic structure is particularly important through references to their difference: the individual in the first extract is cohesively qualified to the activity by her title, 'special events' and older workers positioned as 'unique'. Examining the transitivity of the text, there is evidence of an active voice within the action of the text. Lexical choices such as 'targeting' and 'scouring' not only convey the activity of 'looking' for something but, more importantly, position the organization as the 'do-er'. Even in the first excerpt, where action-representation is associated with the potential older worker, the action takes place within an organizationally created event. The potential employee is projected as not necessarily pro-actively looking for work, placing the impetus on the organization to highlight employment opportunities. Here the relationship between the company and older worker is constructed as a paternalistic affiliation. This contrasts to more 'traditional' patterns of recruitment such as posters and newspaper advertisements where concepts of the career and role of work are shaped and defined through symbolic exchange (Koester, 2004) .
All texts adopted a campaigning tone alluding to a business case paradigm which serves to stress the organizational benefits of employing older workers. The result is similar to strategies used in political or media documentation where rhetorical structures seek to neutralize and rationalize the presented constructs, heightened through the use of numerical data or figures, represented as statistical 'evidence' (Fairclough, 1995) . For example, all articles use figures relating to absenteeism such as 'Since the increase of older workers, Foodmall claims to have seen absenteeism drop to levels a third lower than the national average' (Text 7) or 'Since the increase of the number of older workers in these stores, labour turnover rates are one per cent less than average and have a more flexible and better motivated workforce' (Text 3). In these cases, quantification serves as a persuasive technique not only to 'prove' the positive impact of older workers, but also to legitimize the overall text by assigning a form of economic value, albeit an illusory relationship. Again, a lack of contextualizing factors means that this is presented as wholly attributable to the increase of older workers. As the latter excerpt shows, this is achieved using a range of justification patterns, such as the strong syntactical alliance of absenteeism with the older worker prefacing the statements with 'since' to indicate a strong causal relationship.
However, as shown in Text 3 above, such numerical qualifiers were also bundled together with non-quantified descriptors, used to further define the older worker within a factual lexical structure. The identity of the older worker is further developed through their alignment with particular qualities which relate to the success of employing older workers. One such example is the repetition of shared propositions relating to 'mature'.
Older employees introduce a method and calmness about the workplace instead of the flightiness of youth, not to mention the knowledge they bring.
( Text 5) We encourage the over 50s because of the maturity and commitment this age gives. (Text 2) The stability and steadiness they bring is invaluable.
(Text 7)
In all texts a homogenization of the older worker transforms what may be perceived as behavioural characteristics into psychologistic claims. Aided by the creation of a contrast structure which separates the older worker Human Relations 60(11) 1 7 1 4 ('over 50') from the rest of the workforce, biological stereotypes are transformed into personality characteristics. Thus, 'older worker' becomes a generalizing synecdoche for a particular 'ideal type' of employee. Personal pronouns such as 'they', or referring to the group as a whole becomes a method of universalization in itself where the 'older worker' title is not simply used as a chronological marker to classify or organize at the level of practice, but is symbolically defined through certain characteristics such as stability, maturity and calmness. These are not derived and justified within the text alone, but call on larger permeating 'discourses of ageing' (Blaikie, 1999) where social and cultural meanings of age are derived from biomedicalization, and the ageing body is tantamount to degeneration and slowing down. As a result, the attribution of such characteristics not only engages with age-correlated identities, but further limits space for subjectivity and agency of the older worker where characteristics become agedetermined. So rather than relying on personal or individual choice and decision-making, 'taking life a bit more slowly' (Text 4) can equally be understood as dictated by age alone.
Of course, this particular older worker identity serves the needs of the organization and may be understood as a 'strategy of condescension ' (Bourdieu, 1992) . This is where the text producer, whilst appearing to promote equality for the benefit of a particular group (older workers), symbolically gains from the act by reinforcing their own legitimacy to categorize the said group. This allows Foodmall to negotiate and position the older worker through metaphors of fit (Macnaghten, 1993) , where naturalization occurs between the (socially constructed) older worker and particular jobs:
Older workers have proven to be particularly good greeters -people at the front of the store welcoming customers, letting them know about today's best deals and announcing when hot bread is ready.
(Text 7)
Older workers could do any jobs but we have found they are wonderful greeters. (Text 6) The older work construction is thus aligned with particular jobs available, typically entry-level and with emphasis on 'soft' characteristics, rather than finite professional skills or knowledge. Through the emphasis on experiential meaning ('proven'; 'found'), a rational fit is created between the older worker and particular jobs.
Ventriloquizing the older worker
Whilst ventriloquism has been referred to in a number of discursive studies (e.g. Maynard, 1997; Tannen, 2004) , ventriloquism within this study relates to the ways in which narratives 'speak' for others within their texts as if echoing the subjects' thoughts and beliefs in order to reinforce discursivelyinformed identities. Within the Foodmall texts, ventriloquism was enacted in two ways; through empathetic referencing and discourse representation. Each of these will be discussed in turn.
We recognize that many of our colleagues don't want to be working all year round, so we've done what we can to accommodate them and help them manage their work-life balance' says *** ***.
(Text 8)
We understand your commitments and lifestyle could be different now that you might be taking life a bit more slowly. So not only do we offer flexible hours, we offer benefits especially for the over 50s.
(Text 4)
Emphatic referencing uses compassionate language ('recognize'; 'understand') to create particular subject positions of those within the text. The company, referred to as the collective 'we', is created as a benefactor who is able to respond to the needs of a 'special' group. This also serves as a mitigating device by appropriating justification for working onto the older worker, rather than solely instigated by the organization. Looking at the structure of the passages, the older worker attribute is set up as the qualifier for creating these working practices, rather than the reason older workers may be attracted to the jobs. As a result, the texts promote a 'chicken and egg' hypothesis: are jobs created to suit the characteristics of the older worker, or are older workers attracted to the job because of their characteristics? Such ambiguity serves to create the illusion of reciprocity between older workers and Foodmall where each side mutually benefits from the working practices. This is also effectively achieved through ideational functions where the employment of emotive indexes serves to conceptualize a bond between potential employer and potential employee by serving the needs of the subject (Jakobson, 1960) . The combined 'head and heart' linguistic strategy results in situating the company within a paternalistic role in relation to the potential employee. The second form of ventriloquism refers to the reproduction of third parties in the text through calling upon the direct voice of the older worker Human Relations 60(11) 1 7 1 6 (Mayes, 1990) . All texts used a number of quotations that served to emphasize the motivation for the older employee working at Foodmall:
It's an honour to know I'm the oldest Foodmall worker in Scotland. All the colleagues are so good to me and work keeps me active and out of the pub.
( Text 5) I quickly got bored of retirement so I applied to Foodmall. I feel valued -it's not just the benefits, it's the attitudes of the colleagues. (Text 2) In one sense, the quotations function as evidential reasoning of Foodmall's policy to employ older workers. Through presupposition, there is 'proof' that older workers already work at Foodmall. Yet the quotations also function as a persuasive device by ventriloquizing the older worker to mirror the overall sentiments of the text and reproduce the older worker identity constructed elsewhere. In this sense they may be seen as producing an 'internally persuasive discourse' (Bakhtin, 1981) where the voices of the older worker and organization are merged. Thus older worker characteristics discussed earlier are absorbed into the texts and legitimized through the quotations that literally 'embody' the older worker:
. . . it's great being part of something so lively. It makes me feel as if I'm not over the hill just yet! (Text 4) . . . perfect for people wanting to step back into an environment full of vitality.
The use of ventriloquism was also extremely useful in creating the façade of older worker voice within a tightly restricted and regulated space. Within the Foodmall quotations, all 'employee voices' are lexicalized to forefront notions of self-fulfilment, feeling valued and a sense of pride in working for the organization. Considering the context of the texts as promotional documents, this is unsurprising. However, the thematic content of each sound bite also situates Foodmall as helping the older worker to prevent a decline into old age. By drawing on larger social fears about ageing, being employed by Foodmall is presented as a way for individuals to control the degenerative affects of ageing.
This added impetus further distances the need to work from any form of economic incentive. Such a construction draws on images promoted within 'third age' dialogues, a period of life defined as seeking self-fulfilment and opportunity which is post-dependent, in terms of having to care or financially provide for others, and pre-dependency, in terms of needing to be looked after (Laslett, 1989) . Working is thus conceptualized as a hobby or mode of fulfilment, rather than a necessity. However, this perspective has already been criticized for assuming inherently middle-class biases and promotes an 'unrealistic portrayal of the lifestyle, time-scale, planning orientation, financial resources and aspirations of the mass of today's retiring non-intellectuals' (Laslett, 1997: 85; in Arber & Evandrou, 1993: 15) . Moreover, statistical predictions relating to future pension provision suggests that an everincreasing number of over 50s will need to work for financial reasons (DWP, 2002) . In failing to acknowledge this financial imperative, older workers may be precluded from higher-earning job opportunities in favour of those perceived as 'serious' about salary or career opportunities.
Conclusion and implications
This article explored how the older worker is discursively situated, constructed and marginalized within texts that are intended to promote the recruitment of the over 50s, achieved using three discursive strategies. Initially, older workers were situated at the root of an economic problem where the emphasis on labour-market paradigms presents an either/or strategy between contributing or draining the economy. Next, there was a drive to define the older worker through a number of attributes and psychologistic claims. These allowed the text to position the natural disposition of the older worker as suited to low-level, low-skilled jobs. Finally, the texts employ a variety of 'voices' to add validity and legitimize the older worker identity presented within the text. These three findings each present a valuable contribution in critiquing current policy and business approaches to the older worker.
First, the case study shares a number of similarities with current documents that position the older worker agenda within larger social and political concerns about an ageing population. For example, the demographical 'problem' as a fortiori for older worker participation places them at the centre of a quandary which needs to be solved, and is echoed in a number of policy documents (FSA, 2002; Scottish Executive, 2006) . This of course is far too simplistic a perspective and underestimates the potential impact of older workers to provide value, rather than systematically solving a problem. Yet the older worker has only begun to become a key figure in wider discussions of the labour supply, which in the past have focused on alternative markets such as the growing trend of migrant workforces (e.g. Haque et al., 2002) . Whilst we do need to refer to the wider social arguments in any consideration of the workforce, this need not be done in such a deterministic way. By taking a more holistic approach to worker supply, we may begin to alleviate the divide between perceiving the older population as a potential drain on the economy, and instead viewing them as a potential labour supply in their own right beyond any demographic arguments.
Second, this study illustrated how presenting a cohesive, smooth textual narrative seeks to create a singular perspective of the social where the older worker is validated through essentializing characteristics as derived from age ipso facto. Although other studies have discussed the notion of 'fit' as a key metaphor in the discussion of older workers and the jobs to which they are ascribed by employers (e.g. Loretto & White, 2006) , the analysis here provides an example of how this process may occur. In one sense, the Foodmall texts draw similarities with dimensions of the business case argument that seeks to promote older workers by ascribing a number of positive attributes. Whilst already criticized within age and employment literature for its rationalistic approach to age discrimination (Duncan, 2003 ) the manipulation of one key characteristic, 'experience', is still widely drawn upon within current older worker rhetoric. For example, 23 out of the 37 featured businesses presented by Age Positive (Age Positive, 2007b) as examples of good practice specifically mentioned experience as a key benefit of employing the older worker. Although driven by benevolent intentions, in practice, the business case approach seeks to challenge negative stereotypes about older workers by replacing them with alternative, albeit more positive stereotypes, rather than addressing why age inequality might occur and how it should be challenged. In advocating the use of positive stereotypes, it is extremely difficult to challenge stereotyping as fundamentally wrong from a moral or ethical perspective. Moreover, the promotion of universalized characteristics serves to create a construction of what are acceptable 'older', characteristics, and promote particular modes of behaviour for older workers, but in doing so they create a limited number of possible positions older workers can occupy within an organizational setting.
The Foodmall texts also reaffirm older worker characteristics by employing the voice of the older worker. Direct quotations are called upon to show older employees affirming their organizational identity through answering a call for certain characteristics or traits (Schmidt, 2000) . Doing so allows the texts to concentrate upon aligning the jobs being advertised with older worker desires for intrinsic rewards such as job satisfaction and being valued. Yet this legitimizes their position attributed to them by the organization and presents the older worker as fulfilled within the secondary labour market, even though it is characterized by low pay, low job security and little prospect of promotion (Kahne, 1992; Tilly, 1996) . Indeed, campaigns targeting the employment of older workers by other companies such as B&Q (Hogarth & Barth, 1991) and IKEA (DWP, 2005) concentrate on filling entry-level positions, rather than appointments further up the hierarchy, failing to utilize any professional skills or qualifications held by older workers. Although it should be remembered that individuals might want to change to this form of work, Lissenburgh and Smeaton (2003) argue that moving to secondary labour employment is not necessarily a pro-active choice, but instead arises due to a lack of choice or opportunity to continue work in their original occupation.
The findings also present a number of theoretical contributions to the development of age and employment as a research discipline. Race and gender studies highlight the importance of a norm which, albeit idealized, works to marginalize through affiliation, distinction and judgement against a baseline type. The 'othering' process discussed in the Foodmall case is different to other forms of difference in the sense that there appears to be no explicit set up between a dichotomous relationship of young and old, as there is between, say, man or woman. This highlights one of the main difficulties in conceptualizing othering the older worker since 'older' cannot easily be universalized as a category of essence which is derived, in its most basic form, from biology. We cannot call someone 'old' with the same particularity as say, 'female', albeit a social construction itself. However, an alternative way of understanding this process is by drawing on the work of Butler (1990) . Working against the fallacy of perceiving gender as determined and homogenized through sex (male/female), she argues that gender should be separated from any form of stable structure and instead be viewed as created through relations and processes of cultural value. Considering age within this approach may suggest a way to move away from biology and chronological classifications that have long been used to categorize the older worker and emphasize the pinnacle role of culture in the identity creation of the older worker. One way of doing this may be to understand 'age as attribute', in order to highlight the imperative role of culture and social processes. Thus 'older worker' as an identity can be viewed as built upon flexible systems driven by the imposed value or capital attributed to particular 'age' characteristics. Although further research is required, it may well be that the worker characteristics favoured in the contemporary labour market are inexplicably aligned with discourses of youth. Therefore age, or more specifically constructions of ageing, can be used as a derivative of worth and thus create particular subject positions for 'older' or 'younger' working identities which may or may not be embodied by particular groups of employees. This study only serves as an exploratory examination into the relationship between age inequality and older worker identity. The limited number of texts from one case makes it difficult to assess whether some industryspecific nuances have served to influence the construction of the older worker as discussed in this article. Similarly, the processes employed here may be inherently connected to the genre of the text, and may not reveal all the possible discourses that are employed at the level of organizational practice. However, the analysis does serve to uncover the embedded biases that can manifest themselves within current dialogues pertaining to the older worker agenda, and problematize discrimination as embedded within processes of sense-making surrounding the older worker. I would argue that capturing this dynamic cannot be analysed or depicted using traditional approaches dominated by economic or bureaucratic rationalism. A discursive perspective allows us to break from the chronological determinism often used to discuss the older worker, and shows how investigating the processes that reproduce inequality can further our understanding of certain assumptions and biases and the way they contribute to the enactment of ageism.
This leads to a number of emerging research avenues arising from this study. The value of exploring these social processes cannot be underestimated if we are to begin to challenge the perpetuation of age discrimination within organizations and between different social arenas. Key to our understanding of this is how biased 'age' labels and characteristics may shape the reality which individuals inhabit and use to make sense of life around them. Yet there remains the potential for future research to explore older worker identities as not simply marginalized through attributes or processes of social ordering, but constructed in relation to other ageing identities across the life course. We are still unsure as to who 'the older worker' is, despite being a phrase which is assumed to have a homogenized meaning. Is the 'older worker' commonly cited in governmental literature the same spectre that appears on the work floors of offices and factories? Moreover, considering the social derision of age and growing older, would any call themselves an older worker, much less want to be referred to as one? Only by articulating and exploring these avenues can we begin to understand and challenge organizational age inequality and the limitations of opportunities available to individuals in their later working lives.
